
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Faeborne

A Novel of the Otherworld

by

Jenna Elizabeth Johnson

Copyrighted Material

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination.  All material in connection with Celtic myth has been borrowed and interpreted for use in the plot of the story only.  Cover image is the sole property of the author.  The Faelorehn font used in the title, table of contents and chapter headings of this book was created by P.A. Vannucci (www.alphabetype.it) to be used exclusively for the Otherworld series.  Any resemblance to actual persons is entirely coincidental.

Faeborne

Copyright © 2015 by Jenna Elizabeth Johnson

All rights reserved.

No part of this book or its cover may be reproduced in any manner without written permission from its creator.

For more information and to contact the author, visit:

www.jennaelizabethjohnson.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter One
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Hunt

The split second before Brennon released the arrow, he realized it would not meet its mark.  He had been hunting the doe all morning, following her tracks with stealth and staying downwind as he moved through the forest like a silent fog.  Well, as silent as the occasional twig underfoot and clump of brush tugging on his cloak would allow him.  To get to this point and foul up on something as simple as a bowshot from such a short distance was unforgiveable.  He and Rori had been without fresh meat for over a week now, and the both of them were craving venison stew and hoping for jerky to carry them past Samhain.

Biting back a curse as the fletching of the misdirected arrow brushed against his arm guard, Brenn could only hope this shot wounded the deer enough, so he could follow her and finish the job.  He hated it when the animals didn’t die right away, for the last thing he wanted was to cause more suffering than necessary, but there was no helping it now.

In the end, the arrow didn’t miss his target as terribly as he thought it would.  The arrowhead struck the doe high on the shoulder, forcing a scream from her pale throat, but not taking her down completely.  Instead, she bolted into the thick undergrowth as fast as her injury would allow her.

Brenn sighed.  He had promised Rori he would be home before dark, now, he wasn’t so sure.

You cannot just leave her to die, he grumbled to himself.  Might take her all night, long hours of agony, and then, the wolves will take advantage of your ill luck.

Already, the sun was beginning to dip toward the western horizon, the sky taking on the deeper colors of impending twilight.  If fortune was on his side, he’d find the deer right away and be home before the predators living in this forest scented the blood.  Pulling his cloak tighter, Brennon narrowed his eyes and began his new hunt, trying hard not to think of the Samhain feast day that was fast approaching.  How had the time slipped away from him?  One moment, their part of Eile was in the throes of summer, and in the next he and his nephew were busy bringing in the harvest: Apples and pears from their small orchard, barley, corn, turnips and other root vegetables from the fields.  Hay, oats and feed grains had been growing since early spring and stored in the barn as food and bedding supplies for the animals.  Although Brenn and Rori had plenty to eat and enough to see the animals through the cold months, this time of year brought with it a taint of darkness which never failed to taunt Brennon’s demons.

Pushing through the tangled, dark-thorned bramble patches that contributed to the wood’s name, Brenn quickly reined in his thoughts and sent them down a different path.  Instead, he turned his attention to his surroundings.  Occupying several dozen acres of Eile’s northern lands, Dorcha Forest was second in size only to the Weald far to the southwest.  The corner of Brenn’s mouth curved up in amusement, despite the impending dark and the still missing deer.  As large as Dorcha was, it didn’t hold a candle to the Weald, and as dangerous as it was to be stuck in this particular forest at night, finding yourself lost in Cernunnos’s grand wilderness was far more terrifying.  Or so he’d heard.  Regardless, Dorcha boasted a mix of evergreen and deciduous trees and was said to harbor many wild creatures both natural and unnatural.

Brenn shivered as the bitterness of disgust rose in his throat.  Being so close to the Morrigan’s realm, he wouldn’t be surprised if an entire legion of faelah lurked under the cover of these trees.  And of course, thinking of faelah only brought his mind back to the past he wanted to forget, a past filled with violence, hatred and loss.

The young Faelorehn man pulled his cloak more tightly about himself.  Six years was not a very long time in the lifespan of someone native to Eile, but when those years were spent in the employ of the Morrigan, his world’s most brutal and sadistic goddess, every day, every hour, felt like an eternity.  A month after turning sixteen, Brennon had been handed over to the war goddess’s scouts by his own neighbors.  He had a gift, one they feared and one he considered a curse, and it had earned him too many enemies, even at such a young age.  The farm where he and his nephew now lived had belonged to their family since Eile first came into existence, or so it seemed, and their flocks and fields were always plentiful.  The truth of the matter was the soil of Ardun, the land surrounding Roarke Manor, was imbued with ancient magic, magic that had made the harvests plentiful and his family wealthy.

Everyone in the village of Dundoire Hollow either envied the Roarkes, desired their friendship or outright hated them.  One family in particular embodied all three.  The Corcorain clan sought to be associated with the Roarkes and had tried to arrange a marriage between their children and Brennon and his sister.  Baird and Arlana Corcorain were as cold and unfeeling as their parents, interested only in the vices that plagued Faelorehn-kind.

A tremor of unease wracked Brenn, making him misstep and nearly twist his ankle on an exposed tree root.  Such feelings often visited whenever he found himself thinking about the Corcorain family, especially their daughter.  Even though she had been only fourteen at the time, Arlana was as shrewd and calculating as one of the Morrigan’s ravens.  With her red-blond hair and sparkling, changeable eyes, she had early assumed the title of town beauty.

Every male old enough to notice the opposite gender was easily led around by the nose, should Arlana wish it.  Every male, that is, except for Brenn himself.  At age fifteen going on sixteen, he had begun to take notice of the young women in the village as well, but he knew better than to fall for Arlana’s charms.  And he was far more interested in hunting and war sports to waste his time on the girls who preferred to keep their hands clean and free of calluses.  If he was ever to marry, it would be to someone like his sister, Meara.

Meara, two years older than Brenn and just as wild and stubborn, was unlike the other girls in town.  Although not considered as beautiful as Arlana, she was striking nonetheless with her dark hair and gray fae eyes.  And her Faelorehn blood promised her the legendary good looks which were endemic to their entire race.  Just as Arlana had her cap set on Brennon, her brother Baird had his lustful eye fixed upon Meara.  Baird was three years older than Meara, and like his sister, was popular with the families in town.

Despite Arlana’s beauty and Baird’s charms, they did not appeal to the Roarke siblings in the least.  Meara refused Baird’s advances, time and time again, and when a young horse trainer moved into Dundoire Hollow in search of a new start, Meara’s disinterest in marriage soon turned.  Unlike Baird, Donal was carefree, kind, gentle and his knowledge of horses only made him more appealing to Meara.  Within a year, they were married and expecting their first child.

Brennon came to a stop, a three-year-old sorrow stirring in his chest and threatening to take over.  He forcibly blinked back the memories and took stock of his surroundings.  He had one foot on the leaf-carpeted forest floor, another resting upon the gnarled root of a beech tree.  Ice seemed to have formed over his fingertips, despite the gloves, and although his breath didn’t mist the air in front of him, the cold had numbed his face and nose.  The evergreen undergrowth rustled with the sounds of animals seeking their nightly refuge, and in the distance, the first mournful cries of an owl signaled the encroaching dusk.

The light of the waning day had not dimmed to the point of pure darkness yet, but it seemed Brennon’s vision had gone in that direction anyway.  He had loved his sister more than anyone in the world, except for maybe his parents, and it had been because of him she had died.  A Faelorehn woman who should have lived for all eternity.  Her bright eyes and mischievous smile would never cheer him up again, and her laughter would never dance among the barley fields on a summer’s eve as they raced home from a day spent fishing along the stream.

The pain in his chest blossomed sharply and burst, but he fought against it.  Giving in to the grief right now would not help him or Rori, the one part of his sister he had left.  Setting his jaw, Brenn tightened his grip on his bow and focused his eyes forward, scouring the dense brush ahead for signs of the deer’s passage.  He would find it and bring it home, so he and Rori could have meat for the next week or so without having to make a trip into town.  He would take care of his nephew, see to it that he grew into a strong young man.  He would not fail his sister for a second time.

* * *
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In the end, it didn’t take Brennon very long to track the doe.  She hadn’t gone far, maybe a half a mile or so deeper into the woods, and the evidence of her clumsy passage was more of a tell than the occasional splatter of blood on the dark leaves underfoot.

Must be a young one, Brennon thought with some regret.  But it was well into the autumn season, and unfortunately, many of the deer killed during this time of year were the younger, inexperienced ones.

The broken brush gave way to a small, secluded meadow, and Brenn paused in his forward progression.  The sky was a wash of slate and cobalt now, so there was still a little light for him to see by, but he knew at least part of the journey home would be made in darkness.  That all depended on how close he was to his quarry.  Brenn didn’t spot the deer right away, not with the poor light and tangled overgrowth of brambles and holly, but it was clear she had stumbled around in this small haven.  Drawing his knife so he’d be prepared to end her misery the moment he caught sight of her, Brennon moved past the last bit of thorn bushes and began casting his eyes around.  Movement to his right drew his attention to a small den of sorts, hollowed out from a tangle of ivy and blackberry vines.  The perfect place for a deer to hide, if it didn’t have a hunter on its tail.

“I’m sorry about this, girl,” he murmured as he made his way forward, his cloak snagging on thorns and sharp branches.

The doe was curled up in a tight ball, her long, graceful legs tucked beneath her, her head bent around and nestled against her body.  The arrow stuck out at an odd angle, a large dark patch of blood oozing from the wound.  She did not stir as Brennon approached with his knife.  Taking a deep breath, he reached in to end her suffering, but an odd movement stayed his hand.  The muscles beneath the doe’s soft, brown hide began to ripple and pulse, as if some foreign parasite undulated under her skin.  Horrified, Brennon snatched his arm away and took a few steps backward, watching in fascinated shock at the bizarre scene unfolding before him.

What strange glamour is at work here? he wondered.

The darkness that had settled in this small glen was deeper, richer than the night shades creeping up on the main forest, but even then, he missed nothing.  The spindly front legs of the deer shortened and filled out, the hind legs soon following suit.  The doe’s abdomen tapered in the middle and then flared out at the hips.  Her narrow head swelled and long, dark spirals of hair sprouted from the scalp.  The deer’s large ears grew smaller, disappearing beneath the tousle of hair on a now Faelorehn head.  Hooves morphed into hands and feet, complete with fingers and toes.  The entire transformation took less than thirty seconds, but it had felt like an eternity.

Brenn was certain he made some sound of shocked fascination as he quickly backed even farther away from this unnatural thing.  He would have turned and bolted if not for the tangle of roots that tripped up his feet, sending him crashing, unceremoniously, to the ground.  Cursing, he rolled over, ready to scramble away as fast as he could, but a soft mewling noise stopped him.  Instead of regaining his feet and running back the way he had come, he turned his head to look at the doe.  Or, at least, what had been a doe mere seconds ago.  Now, it was a woman.  A very young woman.  He narrowed his eyes, studying her cautiously, half expecting her to change forms again.  Her own eyes were clenched in pain, and she reached up one hand to finger the arrow protruding from her flesh.

“Don’t,” Brenn protested automatically, holding a hand out to her.

Too late.  Her fingers brushed the shaft of the arrow, and she cried out.  Her head rolled to the side, and her hand slipped away, streaking blood across her collar bone.  At first, Brenn thought she had died, but then, he saw the gentle rise and fall of her chest.  She had only lost consciousness.  Thank the gods.  Strange magic or not, he did not need another death weighing on his soul.

Now that the deer girl was motionless and asleep, Brenn lifted himself up off the ground and approached her guardedly.  He couldn’t tell much about her without any light, but he noted her slim figure and long, dark hair.  She didn’t look underfed, but she was not built like most Faelorehn women he knew.  For one, if she were to be standing next to him, her head might come level with his shoulders, if that.  And her skin tone was darker as well.  Not the pale shade found on most of those living in Dundoire Hollow and in the other parts of Eile he had visited when under the Morrigan’s control.

Eventually, Brennon shook his head and clenched his jaw.  He could stand out here all night, staring at this strange creature like the letches who hid in the reeds near the riverbank to watch the women in Dundoire Hollow bathe.  Or, he could draw on whatever shred of honor he still possessed and make up for the harm he had caused her.  As peculiar as she might be, it was his fault, after all, that she was lying naked on the ground with an arrow protruding from her shoulder.

Wondering if he was making a mistake, then dismissing his doubts just as quickly, he shrugged off his cloak and draped it around her body, careful of the arrow wound and cursing at the thorns and branches hindering his progress.  The girl didn’t even sigh in protest when he lifted her, but continued to breathe evenly, her eyes closed, her long, thick lashes curling away from her cheeks.  Brenn was compelled then to hold her closer to his body, maybe because he felt she needed the reassurance of his quiet promise to help her, or perhaps he did it for purely selfish reasons.  Maybe he needed to feel that she was, indeed, alive and that his mistake had not killed her.

“Whatever you are, and whatever curse you brought down upon yourself, I hope I do not curse you further by bringing you into my house,” he murmured, as he carried her light frame through the ever darkening woods, heading southeast and toward home.

​Chapter Two

Stranger

Rori sat in front of the hearth and poked at the ashes while he waited for his uncle to return.  He couldn’t see the flames dancing before him, but he could feel their heat and their brightness registered as a yellow glow to his sightless eyes.  He knew how close he could get without risking any burns, and he had become an expert at starting the fire when Brennon was out hunting or tending to the fields or their animals.

As he waited, Rori recalled the events of his day with as much detail as he could muster.  His uncle Brenn had woken early to venture into the forest to get them a deer, and Rori had spent his time alone at the house putting away the jars of fruits and vegetables they had preserved for the winter.  This chore took Rori more time than it would have taken his uncle, since he had to use his other senses to carefully stack the glass containers, but it helped him pass much of the morning.

Later, he’d checked the chickens for eggs, the new young rooster accepting his presence with a few clucks of recognition.  Rori grinned at the memory.  Most children his age feared roosters, but he wasn’t afraid of his Ruan.  The bird had been found late last spring, still trapped inside his eggshell.  Rori had brought the unhatched chick into the house, despite Brennon’s protests.  He’d set the egg beside the fire and listened as the little chick inside slowly came back to life, pushing itself free in the well of the boy’s small hands.  Contented cheeping had filled the main room, bringing a bright smile to Rori’s face.  And Brennon had grumbled something about the indecency of having poultry in the house.

“What does it look like?” Rori had breathed, his round, blue eyes staring in his uncle’s general direction.

Clearing his throat, Brenn had answered, “Like most chicks when they first hatch, I suppose.  Wet, ugly and loud.”

Rori had set his lower lip in determination and turned back to face the new hatchling.  “He is wonderful.  And he will live a long life.”

Brennon just laughed.  “A he is it?  We already have a rooster, and I’m sure some of this one’s siblings will be as well.  And, hopefully, that means plenty of chicken dinners in the coming months.”

Rori, who knew very well what happened to all the extra roosters, had whipped around.  “We will not eat Ruan!”

Brennon had only groaned in exasperation.  “Don’t go naming it!”

But Rori had remained adamant, and Ruan had thrived.  The young rooster became Rori’s constant companion as he grew up first, living in an old wooden box in the house, and eventually, joining the chickens in the coop outside.  He matured into a handsome, red and brown speckled specimen, and when the old rooster fell victim to his advanced age and the others became dinner, Ruan took his place as king of the chicken coop.  And he turned out to be a gentle creature, never once attacking or pecking Rori or Brennon.

Rori sighed wistfully once more as the old memories faded, wondering how late it was and if his uncle had started his return trip home yet.  Deciding the fire needed more fuel, the boy felt his way to the corner of the room where the firewood was neatly stacked.  Running his fingers over the logs, he found one which felt large enough and dragged it back to the fireplace, tossing it in and backing away, so the sparks would not land on him.  After the crackling died down a little, he inched his way closer once again.

The flames felt warm against his face, and he lifted his hands carefully to the fire, just close enough to melt away the iciness that had crept into his fingertips.  Autumn was in full swing, and Samhain was less than a month away.  Rori shivered at the thought of the autumnal festival.  It was the Morrigan’s feast day which meant more faelah out and about after dark.  Rori hated faelah just as much as anyone else, but living in the northern wastes, so close to the Morrigan’s realm, meant even more of the vile creatures than normal.  They would creep beyond her borders, ravenous for easy prey since her realm was so devoid of life.  The noises they emitted were enough to make a person’s nerves jump right out of their skin.  For once, Rori was grateful he was blind; it meant not having to look upon the monstrosities when they wandered too close to the boundaries of their farm.  Then again, his imagination provided plenty of pictures in his head.  Fortunately, the standing stones kept most of them away, but during the week surrounding Samhain there was always the handful or so who tested the invisible barrier keeping him and his uncle safe.

The sudden, sharp baying of seven wolfhounds snapped Rori’s attention back to the present.  If Brennon had returned, then the hounds wouldn’t be barking.  They knew their master well.  Rori wasn’t sure of the time, but it must be well after sunset.  Who would be coming to call at this hour?  No one ever came to Ardun.

The baying turned into whining, and the heavy, sure steps of a large man sounded up the walkway.  Rori knew those steps.  He leapt up and scurried to the door, carefully keeping his hands out in front of him, so he wouldn’t bump into anything.  He pulled the door open just as Brenn reached it.

“Why did the dogs bark at you?” he queried.

“Step aside, Rori.  There’s been an accident.”

At the sound of his uncle’s gruff voice, Rori backed away, wondering what had happened.

“Did you get a deer?” he pressed, as he slunk deeper into the stone house.

He couldn’t see his uncle’s expression, but he could hear the strain in his voice.  “Yes, and no.  I need you to help me.  A young woman’s been badly hurt.”

Rori’s eyes grew wide, and he reached out his hand, trying to find Brennon.  He drew in a sharp breath when his uncle’s large, strong fingers grasped his.

“Water.  We need hot water.  Do you think you can manage to get some from the creek and heat it?”

Rori nodded numbly.  He’d been to the creek and back a thousand or more times and knew the way by heart.  And it wasn’t that far from the house, maybe a few hundred yards or so, right along the edge of the woods and at the bottom of the hill.

Using his fingers to find his way, Rori hurried to the kitchen to fetch a wooden bucket, then headed toward the far wall.  He searched out his cloak hanging from the lowest hook, the scratchy, thick wool already warming his small body as he draped it about his shoulders.  He felt his way along the wall until he reached the back door, then pushed it open, barely registering the chill air rushing over his skin.  He could have tried to conjure up a bit of glamour to warm himself even further, but that would only have been a waste of time.  Before losing his sight, he had just begun sensing and experimenting with the magic born to every Faelorehn child.  But the same tragedy that had rendered him blind had also done something else, hurting him so deeply, his glamour now refused to work for him.  Firming his upper lip in determination, Rori brushed aside such thoughts and focused all his attention on the task at hand.

A small pack of wolfhounds greeted him in the yard with happy yips and wet tongues, boosting the boy’s spirits.  With his shoulders rising a few scant inches above their shoulders, Rori could so easily fall victim to their antics and lose his footing.  Fortunately, the dogs knew to be careful around him.

“You all can accompany me to the creek if you wish,” he called out, pleased to hear their panting breath close behind him as he turned down the trail.

A great grey owl called out in the distance.  From the depths of the woods, Rori’s ears picked up the soft cries of foxes and bobcats hunting for rabbits.  The smoke from Roarke Manor’s chimney teased his nose, but beyond its sharp tang, he detected impending frost and decaying vegetation, sure signs of the season.  Every sound and smell and feeling came to life, especially around evening’s arrival, for the darkness took over what little light filtered into Rori’s damaged eyes and enhanced everything else.  Often, he would try to picture his surroundings based entirely on sound, touch and scent, and then, he could almost see shapes and colors in front of him.  He had not been so young when he lost his sight that he’d forgotten what things looked like, but sometimes he wondered if part of what he pictured in his mind was invented by his imagination and not based on what he’d learned before going blind.

A sharp yowl stopped him dead in his tracks.  The hounds growled softly around him, but when the creature called out again, he realized it was most likely a raccoon.

Good, he thought with some relief, not a faelah.  But that didn’t mean there weren’t any lurking in the woods, beyond the boundary of the standing stones.  The foul creatures had slipped past the protection ward before, and although they usually perished within minutes, the stronger ones had been known to last a day or two.  Plenty of time to creep up to the house or the barn and wreak havoc.  The thought sent chills down Rori’s spine, and he shook his head, hoping the action would cast such ideas far from his mind.

Eventually, the hurried rush of water lapping at the creek’s edge grew loud enough for Rori to know he was close.  Careful not to slip in the slick mud, he climbed down the embankment and dipped the bucket into the water.  The strong tug of the current threatened to rip the handle from his hands, but Rori was used to this game of tug-of-war with the tributary, and soon, he was lugging the heavy bucket back up the trail.

Once inside the house, Brennon ordered him to set the bucket beside the fire.

“Rori,” his uncle called, “I need you to come over here and keep pressure on this cloth.  The bleeding has slowed, but I want to make sure it’s stopped.”

Rori was nervous, but he did as his uncle asked, moving toward the eastern wall of the room where the great fireplace was situated.  With his hands extended, he discovered the coarse canvas stretched across one of the old cots usually stored away for guests.  He let his fingers wander over the blankets until they came into contact with something warm and soft.

He tried to imagine the girl lying beneath the blankets, but all he could muster was a featureless face and two arms resting against a long, slender figure covered by blankets.  But as he let his useless eyes settle on the place he knew the young woman to be, Rori noticed something astonishing.  In the center of the slight shape was a pinprick of brilliant golden light, small and fading like a star on the horizon at dawn.  Was this his imagination again?  Or was there a brightness about this stranger which managed to work its way past his ruined eyes?  Either way, Rori noticed it, but he also felt something was wrong.  The light reminded him of a candlewick about to expire, shrinking away before turning to smoke.  He reached out to touch it, but his fingers met something cold and smooth instead.  He gasped and yanked his hand back.

Brenn’s firm grasp and sharp tone shocked him even further.

“No!  Don’t poke at her.  Here, press your hand against this.”

He moved the boy’s fingers and placed them on something rough and warm, a piece of terrycloth, Rori guessed.

“Hold it tightly to stop the bleeding.”

Rori listened as his uncle stood up and moved across the room, to transfer the water into the tea kettle for boiling, he presumed.

“Wh-Who is she?” Rori asked, twisting his head around, so he faced his uncle.  The flames in the hearth, nothing more than a faint glow suffusing the ever present darkness, winked out momentarily as Brennon stepped between him and the fireplace.

“I don’t know,” he said quietly, almost too quietly.

“Did you find her in the forest?  Was someone trying to hurt her?”

Brenn sighed, and Rori could tell he was troubled by the entire situation.

“I hurt her,” he said eventually, his voice so low and filled with remorse that Rori felt its weight pressing into the room.  “I tracked down a doe and shot her, but my aim was off.  I hit her in the shoulder, and she bolted.  When I found her again, there was no longer a deer, but this girl.”

Rori felt his eyebrows shoot up.  Had the deer transformed into this young woman?  It seemed the sort of thing from his old fae-tales book, but if his uncle had shot a deer and found her instead, with the arrow in the same spot as the wound, what other explanation was there?  Rori wanted to question Brennon more about it, but something about the distance in his voice encouraged him to put his curiosity away for now.

The kettle above the fire began to hiss and Rori listened to the scrape of his uncle’s boots against the stone floor as he rose to take care of it.  Brenn returned to the cot a minute later.  The click of a ceramic bowl meeting the tiles below, followed by the light wisp of air brushing past his face as a towel was unfurled, gave Rori a mental image of his uncle preparing a work station of sorts.

“I’m going to have to remove the arrow,” he said, in a tight voice.

Rori swallowed and nodded, then moved well out of the way.  The young woman might be unconscious, but there was a good chance the pain of freeing the arrow would bring her around.

The delicate sounds of dripping water and rustling fabric, followed by a profound silence, had Rori on edge.  The boy imagined Brenn was bracing himself for what was to come, and he, too, got ready for it.  Trying not to feel anxious, Rori sat down cross-legged a good distance away and started gnawing at his thumbnail.  He would be glad when the whole ordeal was over.

***
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Brennon dipped a strip of cloth into the hot water, wringing out a good deal of moisture before turning back toward the young woman.  Carefully, he pulled back the blankets, so the skin around the arrow was exposed.  Clotted blood and some dirt surrounded the entry point, but at least the blood flow had subsided.

Not for long, he thought grimly, as he gently ran the wet fabric around the injured area, removing the grime and gore.  It didn’t take much time to clean the wound, and now, Brenn found himself reluctant to go on.

The longer you wait, the greater the chance for infection, he reminded himself sternly.  Taking a deep breath, Brennon gripped the shaft of the arrow close to the skin.  He thanked the gods and goddesses that the arrows he used didn’t have barbed points.  He clenched his teeth and with one, swift yank, pulled the arrow free from the young woman’s shoulder.

Immediately, the room filled with a burst of glamour so bright, it left Brenn temporarily blinded.  A force like a strong wind slammed into him, and the dogs outside howled in dismay, drowning out the girl’s screech of anguish.

As soon as his senses returned, Brenn pressed a hand to his head and croaked, “Rori!  Rori are you alright?”

He’d been thrown against the opposite wall, his head and shoulder smarting where they’d collided with the stone and wood.

“Fine,” his nephew squeaked from beneath the table where he’d retreated only minutes earlier.  “What happened?”

“The girl has some very potent glamour.”

Brennon coughed and dragged himself to his feet, not realizing how hard his heart was pounding until he remembered to breathe again.  The arrow was still clutched in his hand, and when he looked down at it he was reminded of where it had been.  Disgusted with himself, he strode over to the fire on somewhat shaky legs and threw the bolt in, glad to be rid of it, then turned back to his patient.

Once again, she lay still on the bed, fresh, scarlet blood welling up from the hole in her shoulder.

“Rori, we need the healing herbs and some ointment.  Do you know where they are?”

His nephew nodded and scurried off down the hallway in search of the storage pantry.  As soon as Rori was gone, Brennon turned back toward the young woman, now resting motionless beneath the blankets.  That had been quite a burst of glamour, stronger than any he had ever felt in his handful of years living in Eile.  When he had gotten over the initial shock of it and gave it some serious thought, he wasn’t actually all that surprised.  The girl had transformed from a doe before his very eyes, after all.  Yet, he was still puzzled.  Only the Morrigan and some of her top advisors had given off stronger magic.  A shockwave of icy dread coursed through Brenn at the very thought of the war goddess, and he quickly dashed those thoughts from his mind.  It was futile, he knew, for there was no denying her existence in this world, especially around this time of year.  But, he would fight for whatever peace he could find for as long as possible.  And right now, he was able to do just that.  This strange young woman, with her powerful glamour and beautiful dark chestnut colored hair, would serve as a good distraction.

Brenn’s brows lowered over his eyes, and he reached out a tentative hand.  He wasn’t the type of person to indulge in making physical contact with others.  It was too dangerous for him to do so, both for himself and the one on the receiving end.  Such a gesture of affection and gentleness had been turned into something ugly and painful during those years spent in the Morrigan’s army.  What might have been a kind hand to the shoulder, offering support, almost always turned into a painful blow or a shove toward something terrifying.  He had been well conditioned to shy away from any sort of physical contact with others, only allowing Rori to take such liberties with him.  The boy used touch as his way of seeing, and Brenn would fight for control over his demons, so his nephew might know some comfort in this cruel world.  Yet, he had draped his old cloak over the young woman and carried her back to Ardun without so much as registering a single tremor along his raw nerves.  And now, he was tempted to touch her again, if only to gauge whether or not he had been too driven by panic to notice the dark shadows clouding his heart.

Carefully, he reached out and smoothed back that lovely hair of hers.  It felt different from what he knew of Faelorehn hair; softer, lighter even.  And his hand didn’t tremble, and his stomach didn’t turn with anxiety when his fingers brushed against her warm, copper-hued skin.  Could it be that that powerful glamour of hers made it bearable to touch her?

“What are you?” he murmured, with astounded curiosity.

Brenn wasn’t given much more time to contemplate it further because Rori came bursting around the corner, half out of breath.  Several small jars and paper envelopes threatened to spill from his arms.

“I couldn’t see–” he began to say, before stopping himself short.

The boy lowered his head and shuffled forward, forgetting what he had been about to say.

Brennon frowned.  Of course he couldn’t see, but sometimes even Rori forgot that fact.  His nephew’s blindness was not just tragic, but a constant reminder of what his own cowardice and weakness had brought upon his family.  Three years ago, Brenn had returned to Ardun to find his parents, sister and her husband dead and his nephew not long for this world.  For almost a week, Rori had hidden in the barn with the dogs and horses, terrified and sightless, not knowing if those who had murdered his parents and grandparents would return to finish him off.  The boy did not speak for a month after the event, and Brennon was too heartbroken to demand answers from him.

Squeezing his eyes shut against the haunting memories, Brenn stood up and strode toward his nephew, meeting the boy halfway.

“It’s alright, Rori,” he said quietly.  “I can find what I need from what you’ve brought.”

Brennon took the ointments and herbs from Rori’s thin arms and piled them onto a table he had dragged closer to the cot.  He chose two envelopes and one jar, folding and twisting them open and taking small amounts of dried herbs from each.  The medicine ended up in a clay bowl.

“I’ll also need some of the tallow from the pantry,” Brennon said, without looking up.

Rori darted off once more, his hands placed carefully in front of him.  He returned shortly with another container.  This one he knew by shape, so it didn’t take nearly as long for him to find.

“What are you doing with all those?” he asked, as he found a stool with his fingers, pulling it closer to the table.

Rori might not be able to see the world surrounding him any longer, but he was still a curious boy and did his best to imagine what the sounds and sensations looked like.

“I’m making a paste of healing herbs for the wound.  I’ll mix in a little ointment, too.”

Rori folded his arms on the edge of the table and rested his chin on top of them.  He tried hard to listen to his uncle’s every move.  There were so many sounds in the room: the whisper of the fire, the quick, shuddering breath of one of the hounds chasing a rabbit in his dreams, the clacking of the stone mortar and pestle as Brennon prepared the medicine.

More than ever before, Rori wished he could see again.  He wanted to know what the young woman looked like.  Did she resemble his mother?  Was her hair the dark, earthy brown of Ardun’s fields before planting and was her face covered in freckles?  A bud of sadness bloomed beside Rori’s heart, so he gave up on trying to picture the stranger.  The only women he’d known before losing his sight were his mother and grandmother, and thinking about them dampened his spirits.

“Could you return everything to where you found it, please?” Brennon asked.

Sighing, Rori obeyed his uncle and gathered up all the jars and envelopes.  By the time he made it back to the great room, Brenn had once again moved away from the table.  He could tell because the fire was brighter; there was no one standing there to block it.  Somehow, Rori knew exactly where to find him.  Reaching out a hand to trace along the wall, the boy stepped forward until he came to the place where the young woman lay sleeping.  Rori’s outstretched hand located the back of a chair, then made its way down Brenn’s arm until his fingers tightened around his uncle’s thumb.

“Will she be all right?” he asked softly, somewhat afraid of the answer.

Brennon took in a deep breath before answering, “I hope so.”

The chair he sat in creaked as he leaned back into it.  “You can go to bed, Rori.  I’m going to stay with her a bit longer, just in case she awakens.”

Rori stuck out his bottom lip and headed toward the wide, over-stuffed chair near the fireplace.  “Then I’m staying down here, too,” he insisted, as he curled up like one of the hounds.

“Suit yourself,” Brenn murmured quietly.

Rori nodded, then yawned as his eyes drooped with sleep, his already darkened vision growing even more so.  He couldn’t be certain, but Rori had a sneaking suspicion his uncle would spend more of the night watching the girl than sleeping.

​Chapter Three

Outcast

Seren was floating in a warm emerald pool in the center of the Weald, her dark hair fanning around her like the delicate fins of a shadow fish.  She felt weightless, carefree and relaxed, all of her worries and troubles sinking to the bottom of the pond to leave her in peace.  She could have been the only person in the entire world, and she smiled at the thought.  The sudden muffled laughter and cheerful shouts of her peers reminded her, however, that she wasn’t alone.  With a sigh, she cracked open one eye to watch them.  Scattered throughout the secluded glen were several people close to her own age.  Her Fahndi tribe mates.  Languid and blithe, they soaked in the warmth of the summer day like the broad leaves of the beech trees far above.  Those she had heard shouting were just arriving, shoving at one another in their eagerness to reach the wide pond which had become a favorite gathering place once daily chores and lessons were through.

Seren felt herself go still, more so than she already was, drifting along the surface of the water.  Soon, they would notice her, and her few moments of peace would be over.  They would call her names and tease her for her lack of magic.  Seren grinned at that last thought.  No, perhaps they wouldn’t make fun of her for that reason any longer because she had finally managed to Change.  The memory of it both thrilled and terrified her, for she had been the last one of them all to transform, even though she wasn’t the youngest.

At just over twenty years of age, her people had wondered if she had been somehow denied the unique magic of her kind.  But last week, while she was out collecting berries, she had done it.  She had compelled her glamour to flow through her veins and reform her, flesh and bone.  It had felt so strange, like a thousand invisible threads pulling at her joints and muscles all at once.  And when it was over, she stood on four spindly legs.  Her eyes could see farther, her hearing had grown sharper.  Smoke from the campfires back in the village had tickled her nose, and an overwhelming desire to run through the forest had nearly taken hold of her senses.  Instead, she turned and bounded back to the village, her new legs giving her speed.

Every Fahndi child was honored in a celebration when they first Changed, but not Seren.  She had only been eyed by her tribe mates with indifference.  Their judgmental expressions said as much to her: So, the odd one has finally Changed.  Nothing worth celebrating.  Besides, she is no longer a child and only children are given a party.  Seren had thought maybe, if she could only Change, they would finally come to accept her.  She had been terribly wrong.  But her mother had been so proud, and that, above everything else, had brought her joy.

Before she could get too lost in her reminiscence, the afternoon’s serenity shattered as someone’s crude laughter carried through the secluded cove.  Seren jerked in the water, losing her buoyancy for a moment.  Realizing her small window of tranquility had been slammed shut, she directed her feet to the pond’s bottom and stood, eyeing the new arrival with trepidation.  Rozenn, the bane of her existence.  Considered the most beautiful of her tribe, Rozenn was the perfect example of what a female Fahndi should look like.  High, delicate cheekbones gave her an air of superiority, and skin a wonderful shade of burnished copper never failed to draw the attention of the young men in their village.  Seren did not envy Rozenn.  Her mother had taught her that such emotions were a profound waste of energy.  But she did hate the girl, if only for the simple reason she had never once been kind to her.  As if hearing her thoughts, Rozenn turned her changeable green eyes onto Seren, standing there waist-deep in the water.

“Oh, the half-breed is here,” she sneered, crossing her arms and looking down her nose.  Not a difficult task considering she was standing atop one of the many moss-covered boulders crowding the glen.  “Your father must be Faelorehn,” she continued.  “If your awkwardness wasn’t enough, your horribly pale skin is just more proof your mother likes to sleep around.  Honestly, I think it’s getting lighter.  Do you spend the daylight hours cowering in a cave?”

The others laughed at that, either adding their own words of agreement or shaking their heads in disgust.  Earlier, they had been content to leave her alone.  Rozenn, as usual, had to go and ruin it all.  And all Seren could do was stand there, her mouth drawn tight, her cheeks flaming with color.  Like the deer her kind could shift into, she was timid and quiet in the presence of her tribe mates, and this time was no different.

Casting her eyes downward for a moment, Seren studied her hands and frowned.  Her skin wasn’t that pale.  It wasn’t as dark as everyone else’s, true, but then again, that wasn’t the only characteristic working against her.  Unlike the others, her hair was also lighter, more like the color of tea left to steep too long compared to their glossy, raven-black.  And her eyes were different, too.  A honey-brown that stood out among all the shades of green, many of which were trained on her at that very moment.

“That must be it!” someone else, Alpin, added.  “No child of the Tribe of Cernunnos is a late-shifter!”

“Or maybe it’s your mother’s tainted blood that has been passed on to you!” Nualan crowed.  “Rumor has it your grandmother snuck off with a man from another tribe during one of the feast day celebrations.  Some say she invited his friends along, too.  Really, what self-respecting Fahndi woman would do such a thing?”

He cast Rozenn a devilish look, his grin revealing perfect teeth.  It was common knowledge Nualan hoped to make Rozenn his mate someday, and he did everything he could to garner her favor.  Most of the time, that meant seeking out Seren and tormenting her.

Rozenn only gave him a small smirk for his efforts.  Then, she tossed her shimmery hair and sneered.  “And they were the ones left behind during the hunt because of their incompetence.  So, who knows what sorts of inferior beings make up your ancestry.”

By that point, everyone was roaring with laughter, and Seren’s calm demeanor snapped.  She never lost her temper; she was always too afraid.  But this time, Rozenn had gone too far.

“Shut your mouth, you bitter, spiteful harpy!”

Silence permeated the meadow like some invisible, deadly disease.  Seren, shocked at the anger that had spilled forth from her lips, gasped and quickly cupped her hands over her mouth.  After a heartbeat or two, she lowered her hands and tried to apologize, though she didn’t really know why.  Habit, she told herself.  Since coming into this world, Seren had been awarded the place of weakest member of the tribe, and for years, she had simply accepted that fact.  She was always the butt of all the jokes, the one to take blame for any unfortunate event, the child who got left out of every game.  Seren had grown used to it over the years, but something had shifted.  Perhaps her Fahndi magic finally waking up and forcing the Change upon her had also given her the courage to stand up for herself.

Rozenn deserved the name Seren had spit out at her, because that’s exactly what she was.  A cruel, selfish, manipulative harpy.  Despite all that, however, Seren was ready with an apology.  Before any words could leave her mouth, however, Rozenn climbed down from her rock, her long, toned legs a trademark of their race, and moved gracefully across the glade.  Her arm lifted, and with the same poise she’d exhibited while making her short march, brought her hand fiercely and violently down across Seren’s face.

Pain exploded in her cheek, and a bright-white light blinded her for a split second before her skin began to sting.

“How dare you speak to me that way!” the other girl spat.  “I am Cernunnos’s Favored, the most skilled at hunting, the most beautiful and the strongest of the young women of our tribe.  I will not have some filthy half-breed, Fae-tainted, bastard call me names or tell me what to do!  You obey me, not the other way around.”

Although the silence continued to hang in the air, Seren could feel her fellow comrades moving in closer, their aggression slowly spiking.  They were feeding off of Rozenn’s violence, using it to fuel their own, like damp rot that spread to the healthy wood surrounding it.

Despite her fear, pain and lingering anger at her peers’ taunting, Seren knew Rozenn was right.  She was the most beautiful, strongest and best hunter among them.  Seren couldn’t even bring herself to eat meat, a characteristic usually only present among the strongest magic-wielders of her tribe.  Yes, Rozenn was a force to be reckoned with.  But despite her claims of prowess and superior good-looks, she was missing the one thing Cernunnos prized above all the others.  He was the god of the Wild, a symbol of fertility, and although he appreciated beauty, strength and skill in the hunt, he especially appreciated the gift of healing, because it was so rare.  In four hundred years, not a single Fahndi had been born with the ability to heal, except for Seren.

Since she was a young girl, she had been able to fix many of the things the world had broken.  The gift had developed in stages, slowly.  First, she had started with plants.  Seren’s tribe happened to live along the edge of one of the many meadows dotting the Weald, and several of the families kept small gardens just outside their dens.  One day, Seren had woken before her mother, on the very brink of dawn, before the sun crested the earth, to find their tiny seedlings trampled.  Seren knew, even at that young age, that someone in their tribe had sabotaged their garden on purpose.  She had stepped out into the deep, loamy earth, her bare feet tingling with Eile’s magic, and knelt in the midst of the destruction.  Hot tears of sorrow fell from her eyes and trailed down her cheeks.  She had knelt in the soil, splaying her hands over the most damaged of the lot.  Then, the pain and hurt in her heart stopped burning, and instead, spread throughout her body like warm sunshine piercing a bank of rainclouds.  Her fingers began to glow a golden green, and the light swirled around the stems of the tiny plants, weaving the broken leaves and shoots back together.

Gasping in surprise, Seren had stood up, trembling not from the cold of the early morning, but from the exhilaration and shock of what had just happened.  When her fingers stopped tingling, she bent down and tried to repeat the action with another row of plants, this time reining in her fear.  For once in her life, she felt a boldness welling up inside of her.  No longer was she the smallest and the weakest of her tribe.  No, in this she was strong.  Not because she thought so, but because she felt it.  Sweet pride, tinged with a bone-deep certainty, flowed free with this new and strange magic.

This is my strength, that inner voice told her, this is what I’m good at.

Seren remembered that day now as she stood in humiliation before her peers, her cheek smarting and her eyes filling with unshed tears.  Something tickled her stinging face, and when she lifted a hand to touch the tender skin, her fingers came away red.  Blood.  Rozenn had hit her so hard, she’d left a gash.  The silence surrounding them soon filled up with the soft voices of her fellow tribe mates like an ocean tide rolling in at twilight.

“That’ll teach her,” someone murmured, viciously.

“If she thought she was an outcast before,” another commented, “now she is even less than that.”

A male voice, Braen, who had at least been kind to Seren until a few years ago when Rozenn used her influence on him, said, “She won’t be coming back from that insult.”

Instead of crying and running for the warm love of her mother, instead of curling in upon herself and turning her eyes downward in submission, instead of coming back with another retort, which, incidentally, she didn’t have, Seren did something else entirely.  Something she had promised her mother, and herself, she’d never do in front of those who wished her ill.

As Rozenn stood resolute, her arms crossed over her chest, her face a mask of beautiful hatred, Seren lifted her arm in silence and called upon her healing magic.  She had practiced every chance she got since discovering her gift that day, and she had become very good at wielding it.  She had kept it hidden from others, her mother not trusting her own people.  Daniela had been certain they would find a way to use it against her child, to exploit her and make her situation worse.  If Seren had been anybody else’s daughter, things would have been different, her mother had said.  But Seren was so tired of hiding her gift, so sick of mutely accepting her place as the punching bag for her peers.  And above everything else, she was tired of being afraid.

Rozenn’s dark jade eyes widened as a pale golden glow illuminated Seren’s fingertips.  She twirled her hand a little, making the brilliance swirl like disturbed mist.  When she thought she had gathered enough, Seren brushed at the cut on her cheek, feeling the skin knit carefully together.  Not even a thin red line marking the place of the injury remained when she dropped her hand back to her side.

With great resolve and a determination that seemed to grow whenever she used her gift, she met Rozenn’s eyes with her own.

Sharp anger and horror flashed in the other Fahndi woman’s gaze, but before she could fully enjoy the retaliation she had meted out against her enemy, a pain beyond reckoning ripped Seren from what had only been a memory.  She gasped as a burning agony rolled through her shoulder, a harsh scream abrading her throat as it tore its way free from her lungs.  Her eyes flashed open, and she caught a fleeting glance of a bright fire burning on the edge of a large, cavernous space, and the blurry face of a stranger with intense grey eyes gazing worriedly down at her.  Before she could discover if what she was seeing was real or just another illusion, Seren fell back into the dark pit she’d been floating in.

For several moments, or perhaps several hours, Seren couldn’t tell for sure, she drifted in that empty space.  Eventually, the dark void was filled with more memories, all of them reminding her of the torment she’d endured growing up.

One scene showed Seren a time she had cried into her mother’s lap, too ashamed to face the bullies on her own.

“Hush now, fawnlet, hush now,” Daniela had crooned to her distraught daughter.  “Nothing they said to you today was true.  Many of the Fahndi take their time to come into their changeling glamour.  You are but seventeen, still quite young.”

“But, but Elatha and Avenie are both fifteen, and they have Changed!”

The scene faded out of view like fine dust scattering with the wind, and another, older one replaced it in the same manner.

“Let’s see if we can get her to Change!” Rozenn shouted.  “Let’s chase her and see if the frightened doe comes out!”

All at once, her peers descended upon her, kicking her and calling her all sorts of terrible names.  Seren curled up upon herself, screaming at them to stop and crying her mother’s name.  Pain bloomed on her arms and legs and down her spine as their blows fell.  But it was the terrible, all-too-real ache in her shoulder that was the worst of it.

The memory twisted and warped, and Seren looked down upon herself, still curled up into a ball as her enemies took their anger out on her.  Only, she was no longer a girl of thirteen or fourteen.  She was fully grown and this recollection felt so much fresher ...

Rozenn stood outside the circle of her friends, her face pinched with fear and rage.  And something else: Disbelief.

“Don’t let her get away!  We need her to Change, so they’ll believe it was an accident!” 

Seren cried out as she was torn from her nightmarish memories for a second time.  The pain in her shoulder made her catch her breath, and a heavy weight gently pushed her down.

“Steady now,” a soft voice murmured.  “Steady.  You’ve been through a trauma, and it’s best if you lie still.”

Seren blinked away tears of discomfort and gritted her teeth.  She was once again in that unfamiliar place, sensing only a wide open space and a blazing fire somewhere at the edge of her vision.  Why was she hurting so much?  What had happened?  Her shoulder throbbed and burned with heat.  She turned her head and caught her breath.  Now that she was fully conscious and not reliving the worst moments of her life, her very last memory hit her with full force.  She had run away from home, and she had been shot with an arrow.

The young man who had spoken regarded her with a look of cautious concern, and with what Seren thought was a fair dose of fear.  She turned her head back toward the strange roof far above and squeezed her eyes shut.  There was too much to remember, and her brain felt like it had been scrambled.  Taking in long, deep breaths through her nose, she tackled one obstacle at a time.  This man had shot her, that much she could tell.  His eyes and voice were familiar.  But as soon as the arrow had struck, she’d fled.  He must have followed her to finish the job, but found her in her Fahndi form instead.  She couldn’t blame his mystified look, then.  Only a handful of the Faelorehn had ever seen the Fahndi, and even fewer had ever seen them Change.

For a few moments, Seren simply studied the young man leaning over her.  Handsome, in a reserved sort of way, with dark brown hair and pale skin, so different from her own.  He was also tall.  She could tell from the way he sat in the chair and from what she could remember of their forest encounter.  There was something about his eyes, however, which piqued her interest.  Even now, the pale grey was giving way to a golden hazel color.  Changeable, like hers and her people’s.  But beneath that pale color was a lurking darkness and depth she imagined held just as many secrets as she did.  Only, something told her his secrets were far more terrifying than her own.  This man was damaged somehow, her healing glamour told her as much.  The realization unnerved her, even more so than the knowledge he’d been the one to shoot her and run her to ground.

Despite these facts, she felt strangely drawn to him, the way young plants are drawn to sunlight.  She was a natural healer after all, and all wounds, visible and invisible alike, called upon her glamour to heal them.  It had been an instinct she’d fought since discovering that aspect of her power, and she fought it even now, so far away from the ones who would use it against her.  But could this Faelorehn man be any different?  He may have brought her to safety after injuring her, but she did not know him, and she did not know his motives.

Taking a small breath, Seren pulled her eyes away from his face and looked around, intent on familiarizing herself with her surroundings.  If she needed to flee, it would behoove her to find a way out.  It didn’t take her long to realize she was in a spacious stone building of sorts.  Large, rough-hewn logs lent support to the walls and held up a wooden slat roof.  Dark rectangles along the walls suggested windows.  Glass was said to be expensive and rare.  Seren had only heard about these things from the elders in her tribe, those who had been brave enough to wander beyond their secluded corner of the Weald to gather and bring back stories from the great world outside their territory.  That was also how she knew this particular building was something akin to a cabin.

A hearth with a crackling fire occupied the center of one wall and at least five wolfhounds lay piled on top of each other in one corner, snoozing and twitching in restless sleep.  Finally, Seren’s eyes fell upon a huge, stuffed leather chair.  An old faded quilt was bundled up in the center of it, but beneath the blanket she sensed a bright life form.  It, too, exuded an aura of buried pain.

As she watched, the small bundle moved, and a scruffy head of tangled sandy hair emerged.  A Faelorehn boy, shifting in his sleep.  The hunter’s son?  He must be.  Where was the mother, then?

“How are you feeling?” that soft, gruff voice queried.

Seren turned her eyes back onto the hunter.  That haunted look was still there, but this time it was a bit more guarded, sheathed in a deeper shade of grey.

Deciding it was rude to continue staring without speaking, Seren wet her lips and rasped, “My shoulder.  Hurts.”

The man nodded.  “I’m sorry about that.  I went hunting last night and thought I shot a deer, but ...”

He trailed off.  Seren bit her lip and squeezed her eyes shut.  Clearly, neither of them wanted to broach the subject of what had really happened.  The stranger didn’t want to admit he’d shot a changeling, and she didn’t want to admit what she was.  Since they both seemed to silently agree upon that fact, Seren continued on as if they’d already discussed and come to terms with it.

“Thank you.  For bringing me back here and helping me.”

“But,” the man began.

Seren shook her head, ignoring the twinge in her shoulder and the sick, nauseous feeling that action stirred up.

“It’s okay.  I don’t blame you for the accident.  I’m just glad you didn’t leave me out there to die.”

In fact, Seren wasn’t all that glad.  She had been trying to find a safe haven, and yes, the man’s bad shot had been a painful inconvenience, but had he left her alone she would have healed on her own.  Even now, as they spoke, her shoulder began to itch and tingle, a sign that her advanced healing powers were getting to work.  Without even directing her glamour to fix the injury, the wound would be fully healed by tomorrow or the next day.  But she couldn’t tell him that.  She couldn’t let anyone know what she was.  She now understood her mother had been right.  Keeping her healing glamour a secret was so very important.

“I’ll be better soon,” she said instead.  “Then, I shall leave you in peace.”

The young man leaned forward in his chair, lacing his fingers together and resting his elbows on his thighs.

“Do you live around here?  I’ve never seen you before.”

The man’s eyes gave her a quick perusal, settling back on her face when he was through.  She imagined he found her strange, just as she found his appearance odd as well.  He kept his dark hair shorter than the Fahndi men she knew, and his pale eyes were also different.  But it was his skin tone, touched with bronze, but so much lighter than her own, that intrigued her the most.  Realizing she was staring, she cleared her throat awkwardly before responding to him.

“No,” she said, casting her gaze toward the fire once again.  “I’m far from home, but that doesn’t matter.  I’ll be fine on my own.”

The hunter furrowed his brow and said, “I can’t let you go out on your own, not this close to winter.  We have room in this house.  If you are willing to help out with some of the chores, you are welcome to stay.  There are plenty of stores for the winter, as well as some more root vegetables we’ll be harvesting in the next few weeks.  It is the least I can do for nearly killing you.”

Seren held her breath and splayed her fingers over the warm wool blanket that was hiding her nudity.  Being what she was, she was by no means modest, but she still wasn’t comfortable with the idea of traipsing around this man’s house naked, especially with a little boy underfoot.  And the last thing she wanted to do was Change back into her deer form for the entire winter.  No.  She would have to leave.  She was a stranger to this man, a stranger to this part of Eile.

“I, uh, have some spare clothing that should fit you,” the man said awkwardly, after watching the path of her eyes and coming up with his own conclusions.  “My sister’s old dresses, shirts and trousers.  You are a bit slimmer than she was, and not as tall, but you are welcome to alter anything that doesn’t fit.”

Seren blinked up at him.  She could tell her eyes were fading from brown, to gold and maybe even to violet.  They often turned violet when she detected emotional pain.  At least her mother had once told her so.  And she felt something tragic had happened to this man’s sister.

Despite her suspicions, she cleared her throat and asked, “Won’t she need them?”

The pain momentarily spiked, and Seren didn’t need to hear his words to know his answer.

“No,” he replied shortly.  “She’s dead.”

Seren turned her head, so her eyes fixed on the far wall.  “I am sorry.”

Those native to Eile, Faelorehn men, women and children, didn’t die of old age, unless they had some mortal blood in their veins.  But something told Seren that this man’s sister did not die of natural causes.  A disease or some other grave injury, perhaps?

“That is why I have come to live in this house and play foster father to Rori.”

He indicated the sleeping child under the faded quilt.  Seren blinked over toward the boy.  So, not his son then.

“He is my sister’s son.  My nephew.  The accident that took the lives of my parents also took the lives of his mother and father.”

A twinge of anguish pulled at Seren’s heart.  Poor soul.  To lose your grandparents and parents as well?  And at such a young age.  She had never known her father, so she had no idea what that sort of loss felt like, but she could imagine what sort of agony losing a mother might feel like.  She was feeling a little of that now.  Was her mother safe back at home in the Weald?  Had she condemned her by fleeing like a coward?  Seren gritted her teeth and tried not to think about it.

Instead, she turned her eyes onto the dark-haired man one more time.  His eyes flashed suddenly, their color shifting more toward blue.  For that split second before they changed, Seren caught the edge of that darkness she’d sensed in him earlier.

And what caused his deep pain?  Was it the death of his sister?  The death of his parents?  Seren studied him freely now, for his eyes had turned away from her and grown distant, their focus somewhere else entirely.  She let her gaze trail down his face, taking in the day’s worth of beard growth and his slightly unkempt hair.  His shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbow, and in the dim glow of the firelight, she noticed several thin scars, crisscrossing up both forearms.  What sort of life had he led to acquire such marks?  And then, she suddenly realized one more thing.

“What is your name?” she blurted, drawing his attention back to her presence.

“Brennon,” he answered, “Brennon Roarke.”

“I am Seren,” she responded, feeling the least she could do was give him that.

Brennon lifted a brow in question.

“Just Seren,” she clarified.

He nodded.  “You are welcome to stay with us as long as you need, Seren.”

She wrinkled her nose and took a breath, ready to insist she would be leaving as soon as she was able.  Before she could speak a word, however, her healing glamour welled up, suffusing her with warmth, and her mind turned back to the shadows she’d sensed in him.  She should leave, for her own safety, but her gift had other plans.

“I’ll consider that offer,” she said eventually.  “Thank you.”

​Chapter Four

Rival

Brennon woke early the next morning, the bitter taste of anxiety clinging to the back of his throat.  He lay in bed, the bed that used to belong to his parents, in the grand second story room, his forearm thrown over his eyes.  As the sleep slowly seeped from his body, he tried for the life of him to remember why his nerves felt frayed.  It wasn’t because Samhain was a mere three weeks away, and it wasn’t because of his nightmares.  No, his sleep had remained calm and free of demons, a blessing in disguise considering the time of year.  Perhaps his restless mood had something to do with Rori.

Brenn sat up abruptly, ready to march down the hallway and check on his nephew, but when he took stock of himself, he realized he was still fully dressed and had been sleeping on top of the bed sheets.  And then the reason for his restlessness hit him: the injured girl.  After she had woken from her delirium just before midnight, she had spoken to him.  Her words had been accented more softly than those native to the north, but she was undoubtedly of Eile.  And her name was Seren.  Just Seren, no surname to go with it.  He had offered her refuge, to heal and grow stronger over the winter.

Why he had so easily welcomed her into his home was something of a mystery.  She was not known to him, one who could possibly be a denizen of the Morrigan.  Brenn snorted at such a notion.  He knew exactly what had possessed him to act so rashly: guilt.  And not only the guilt of shooting and nearly killing her, but the guilt he’d carried with him for the past nine years.  He was so desperate to rid himself of the black cloud threatening to engulf his soul, that he was willing to do anything to reach that end, even welcome a complete stranger into his and Rori’s lives.  Perhaps, if he performed enough good deeds, the taint would be washed away.

Brenn sighed, running his hands over his face and through his hair as he fell back against the mattress.  Well, he couldn’t very well go downstairs and tell the girl to leave now.  And in all honesty, he didn’t want to.  He was intensely curious about her.  Where had she come from?  Why was her glamour so powerful?  And more importantly, what was she?  No common Faelorehn woman, that was certain.

If her powerful glamour and the fact she had transformed from a deer into a woman before his very eyes hadn’t convinced him she was a stranger in these parts, then her other physical features most definitely did.  Her skin tone was the most obvious difference.  Darker than his, it reminded him a little of the beautiful red clay he sometimes found by the creek when he was a boy.  A golden, pale rust color and smooth as an eggshell.  Her eyes were different as well.  Larger than his and Rori’s and slanted ever so slightly at the corners.  They reminded him of the sly, cunning eyes of the wild things that roamed Dorcha Forest.  This girl would definitely stand out in a crowd of people in Dundoire Hollow.

The very thought of Dundoire Hollow and its denizens drew a groan of annoyance from Brenn.  He had very few friends living in the settlement closest to his home.  Had he decided to turn Seren away and send her into the village, they would as soon stone her to death for her differences as offer her aid.  No.  He had made the right choice in extending his hospitality.  He would keep his honor and keep his word.  And protect her from the cruelty and prejudice of those he once called his neighbors and friends.

Deciding he had remained in bed long enough, Brennon rose and stepped into the upstairs water closet to shave and clean up.  Donning fresh clothes, he stepped out onto the balcony hallway and headed down the stairs.  He had carried Rori to bed last night, after waiting for Seren to fall back to sleep after speaking with her.  But the boy was already awake, sitting in his customary seat next to the ceiling to floor bookcase which occupied the wall opposite the huge fireplace.

“Where are you going?” Rori asked, glancing up from an open book on his lap.

Brenn cast him a glance over his shoulder.  His nephew could no longer see the words printed on the pages of the books, but his mother and father had read to him, and he found comfort in the leather bound tomes.  He would run his fingers over the paper, trying to detect the slight lift of the illuminations against the pages or breathe in the familiar scent of glue, treated parchment and leather.  It was one of his ways of staying connected to his parents.

“Into Dundoire Hollow,” Brennon finally answered.  “We need a few supplies, and I want to visit the butcher, since I failed to get a deer.”

He shot a quick glance toward the cot by the fireplace.  The young woman was bundled up beneath the blankets, pushed as close to the glowing coals as he considered safe.  Only her head stuck out above the blankets, her dark russet curls fanning out around her like the soft fur of a mink.  Brennon narrowed his eyes and tried to study her a bit closer.  Was there a little more color to her cheeks now?  Her skin looked closer to copper in the morning light than it had the night before.  Good.  Perhaps that meant she was healing.  He was tempted to wake her, just to make sure she was feeling better and check to see if her wound wasn’t festering, but she needed the rest.  He didn’t plan on staying in town long.  He would check on her when he returned.

Clearing his throat, Brenn returned his attention to Rori.  “Stay nearby while I’m gone.  If she becomes feverish, keep her cool with a damp cloth.  If she wakes up, explain that I have gone into town for supplies and that I’ll be back as soon as I can.  Do not,” he emphasized, his fingers tightening on the door handle, “let her leave this house.  Do you understand?”

Rori nodded mutely, then felt his way over to the side of the cot so he could lay his hand atop the sheet, in case the stranger moved.

“Thank you, Rori.  I should be back in a few hours.”

Brennon didn’t wait for his nephew to say anything more.  He shut the door behind him and strode across the yard and down the hill toward the barn where the horses slept.  The mare and her foal were already out in the paddock, their ears twitching in his direction as he approached.  Brenn had no business with either of them.  He needed Dermot, the older stallion who was the only one fit to ride.  The horse had been his father’s pride and joy, and although he was past his prime, Dermot more than earned his keep at Ardun.  He was strong in springtime when he was needed for the plow, and he was gentle and patient with Rori.  Now that the harvest was nearly over, he spent most of his days lazing around in the barn, nibbling oats and swishing at flies with his tail.  Not today.

Once the big horse was saddled and ready to go, Brenn swung himself onto his back and let him out into the yard, turning him south down the path leading to the larger road running east and west past Ardun.

The main road into Dundoire Hollow was damp and riddled with puddles, a common sight at the start of the dark half of the year.  Brenn drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he surveyed the land around him.  His family home, an old stone and wood roof manor house, sat atop a small hill situated between the great northeastern mountains and hills that stretched many leagues north of Erintara, Eile’s capitol city.  Although Eile was broken into several realms, each governed in some capacity by one of the Tuatha De Danann, there were also several lost corners of the world unattached to these designated realms.  Ardun and Dundoire Hollow occupied one of those areas.

The people of the north tended to take matters into their own hands when it came to governance, and it could be a hostile place to live, if one wasn’t familiar with the politics and dangers of the area.  Fortunately, Brenn had been more than educated on that ground and knew he and Rori would be safe so long as they stuck to Roarke Manor and Ardun land.  This had been another reason he had so readily offered refuge to Seren.  A young woman like her, clearly far from home and injured, wouldn’t last long on her own in the northern reaches.  He would not let the cruelty that had ensnared him entangle her as well.

Brenn stared out at the road stretching ahead of him.  An icy drop of precipitation fell from the sky and slipped beneath his collar, making him shiver ever so slightly.  He tilted his head, scowling at the iron grey clouds above.  No doubt it would rain again.  He only hoped to be finished with his business in town before the storm broke.
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